Introduction
For two decades, the focus on communicative competence in ESL classrooms has placed a greater emphasis on teaching not only the linguistic forms, but also the sociocultural skills required for appropriate and native-like language use. Although the Threshold Level and Notional-Functional Syllabuses (van Ek 1975; Wilkins 1976 ) laid out sociocultural skills in terms of language functions that served as a basis for communicative textbooks, the patterns of actual native-speaker use have not been elaborated sufficiently for teachers to develop systematic tools to teach these skills.
The acquisition of sociocultural competence is difficult for language learners. A growing body of research shows that even advanced learners often lack appropriate language behaviour in various contexts (Beebe, Takahashi, and Uliss-Weltz 1990; Cohen and Olshtain 1981; Eisenstein and Bodman 1986; Takahashi and Beebe 1987; Thomas 1983) . Research has also shown that second language classrooms may well be impoverished environments for the acquisition of sociocultural and sociolinguistic competence (Trosborg 1995) . For example, unlike natural conversation, teacher-fronted discourse is often characterized by a narrow range of speech acts, lack of politeness markings, shorter responses, simplified openings and closings, discourse organization management monopolized by the teacher, and a limited range of discourse markers (Kasper 1997 (Boxer and Pickering 1995) . Functional textbooks have also addressed students' needs to learn formulaic phrases such as 'thanks so much' and 'I'm really sorry'; however, attempts have not gone beyond these set phrases to include more context-dependent language that expresses the nuances of particular communicative goals, for example, politeness or assertiveness.
This paper revisits sociocultural competence by framing it in more teachable terms, introduces the use of discourse rating tasks (DRTs) to develop students' awareness of appropriate second language use, and then proposes structured practice with DRTs and role-plays for transforming students' sociocultural awareness into sociocultural performance.
Generally, sociocultural competence refers to the cultural norms, values, and beliefs needed for appropriate and native-like language use, but such competence is elusive. To make native speakers sociocultural strategies more tangible for teachers and L2 students, we propose that two levels of contextual awareness be considered in teaching:
Levels of awareness Content-related factors Speaker-related factors
Definitions and examples
Refers to speech acts of particular sociocultural functions, such as complaining, apologizing, thanking, refusing, persuading, insisting, etc., on specific topics in particular settings.
Refers to speaker/hearer characteristics that affect speech behaviour, such as age, rank, gender,familiarity, and ego investment.
As a first step, these levels serve as analytical tools for teachers to guide students in understanding pragmatic functions more precisely, making class practice more informed and more concrete. This approach enables lessons to go beyond implicit references to speech acts and social relationships by directing learners to consider, explicitly, the array of sociocultural factors necessary for making appropriate linguistic choices.
One of the most popular tools in interlanguage and cross-cultural pragmatics research is the discourse completion task (DCT), a completion exercise which requires the informant to provide appropriate responses in given scenarios (Cohen 1996) . The basic objective of the DCT is to elicit speech behaviour that is appropriate to the context of a situation. An alternative version of the DCT is a discourse rating task (DRT). Unlike the DCT, this format requires the student to rate various responses on a continuum (e.g. unassertive to assertive, indirect to direct, or impolite to polite) based on a given scenario and dialogue prompt (see Figure 2 ). This format is especially suitable when teaching about the various degrees of assertiveness or politeness, or about the nuances conveyed by different expressions used to perform pragmatic functions.
Bob is a senior manager who has worked at the company for 20 years. Two months ago a college student intern, Barbara, started a three-month project there. There is a 'no smoking' policy at the company. However, Bob, who is not Barbara's supervisor, has seen her openly smoking in the office several times, even after he has told her that there is a 'no smoking' policy. Bob feels very strongly that the smoke is harmful to other employees. He is trying to persuade Barbara to stop smoking in the office. In constructing DRT scenarios to teach about assertive language behaviour, 1 we first created scenarios that were of interest to our students, such as academic settings and work-related settings. We wanted a continuum of native-speaker responses that ranged from unassertive to assertive to aggressive, to show students that although the basic message is 'don't smoke in here', there are various ways of conveying this message and no two structures express exactly the same nuance.
Although we had our own ideas of some possible responses, for confirmation, we distributed the scenarios to 20 native-speaker colleagues and friends and asked them to provide an unassertive, an assertive, and an aggressive response for each scenario. Their responses showed that there was much variation in what people perceived to be unassertive, assertive, or aggressive. So we took it a step further, and on the basis of the collected responses created a list of ten possible responses for each scenario. Then we had two native speakers make recordings of all the dialogues and responses. Because intonation can make a difference in meaning, we gave the rating task to another 18 native speakers, asking them to rate the recorded responses on a scale of
Pedagogical benefits of DRTs
Classroom activity stages 0 (unassertive) to 6 (aggressive). We calculated the means and the standard deviations for each of the responses, and for practical purposes we chose five responses which best represented the full continuum from unassertive to aggressive. We then edited the original tape recordings for the five responses that were selected, and used it with the students.
After going through the process of designing a DRT for a pilot study (Lee 1996) , we recognized its pedagogical potential as a vehicle for student-centered spoken English practice. Not only is it valuable in class practice, but it affords opportunities for students to learn from the community of native speakers. DRTs give teachers and students significant flexibility to vary contextual factors and target situations beyond academic settings to a wider array of everyday situations. They also offer students and teachers a chance to co-construct their understanding of appropriate sociocultural behaviour. In particular, the process of creating DRTs enables teachers to expand their own understanding of sociocultural styles and language use in their speech community. It is crucial for teachers to realize that one individual's ideas of language use cannot represent the whole speech community. Our pilot study, using a DRT to assess perceptions and appropriateness of assertive language use by native and non-native speakers of English, revealed gender and individual variations. However, we found that the more context we provided, the more consensus there was among native speakers. This leads us to believe that there is a shared understanding of appropriate language use among native speakers, and that this competence is what we expect our students to acquire from our teaching practices.
When our students performed role-plays based on their initial DRT experience, without any further practice, the exchanges were relatively superficial. That is, having just been introduced to the various degrees of assertiveness, they did not sufficiently apply that awareness during the 'traditional' role-plays.
2 This lack of transfer prompted us to design more in-depth role-plays in four steps by applying the contextual awareness levels. Thus, classroom use may be developed in four stages: (1) awareness of speaker-related and context-related factors; (2) experience completing a DRT and surveying native speakers using the same DRT with subsequent analysis in class; (3) manipulating speaker and context-related factors to create modified scenarios; and (4) practice with in-depth role-plays.
In the first stage, the teacher introduces the speaker-related and contextrelated factors with examples, reinforcing the idea that the choices speakers make are greatly influenced by these two factors. In the second stage, using a previously designed DRT, students individually rate the degree of assertiveness of phrases; each of them then each asks two or more native speakers to do the ratings outside class, after which they compile the results as a group in class. At this point the teacher helps them to analyse and clarify native speaker and non-native speaker differences.
In the third stage, the students engage in practice leading up to in-depth role-plays by modifying scenarios. Teachers begin by asking students to manipulate the speaker-related factors to create modified scenarios in the original DRT. For instance, in the scenario about the non-smoking policy in the Figure 2 DRT example, students might respecify the parameters as follows: Next, they identify the two players according to four factors often identified in the sociolinguistic literature as those speaker-related factors that affect speech behaviour: age, rank, gender, and familiarity (social distance). In addition, we have added a fifth characteristic, ego investment, which refers to how much care one takes or how likely the speaker is to ensure that something is accomplished. Although age, rank, and gender have typically been specified by teachers in a general sense during role-plays (e.g. teacher-student, employee-customer, and peer-peer), in this activity the factors making up the relationship between the two speakers are quantified explicitly so that the students will have a clearer sense of degree. For example, rank in a company, school, or organization can be described as follows: The other two factors, familiarity and ego investment, have been considered less frequently in the past. Familiarity can be ranked most familiar, frequent contact, moderate contact, rare contact, or no contact (strangers). Unlike the other variables, familiarity is bi-directional; that is, speakers have the same degree of familiarity with one another, and neither has a status independent of the other speaker. Ego investment can be ranked very strongly invested, strongly invested, moderately invested, slightly invested, or indifferent. By arbitrarily specifying degrees for these speaker-related factors, teachers encourage students to go beyond thinking in 'binary' opposites such as 'close friends' or 'strangers' to deal with degrees of familiarity that cover the whole range of the relationship continuum from strangers to close friends. Next, students manipulate the relationship specifications by modifying one or more of the factors. For example, in Figure 6 they can switch the genders, change one of the ages, and/or change other factors. In the process of doing so, students need to discuss how factor changes may alter the language they used in previous practice. This in turn prepares them for the third step, in which they refer back to the DRT rating responses shown in Figure 2 . The students then construct responses with the appropriate degree of assertiveness for their modified scenarios. For example: Given this modified context, students can refer back to the list of responses in Figure 2 and determine the appropriate degree of assertiveness to use in this context. Finally, in the fourth stage, students act out their modified scenarios in role-plays for continued practice in authentic situations.
This activity addresses two fundamental areas of language teachingrecognition through the use of DRTs, and production through role-plays. Once students understand the routine, this activity can be completed easily and quickly. Moreover, the basic format and content of the DRT can be altered depending on the pedagogical purpose and proficiency level of the students. For example, while our more advanced students are proficient in modifying or co-constructing scenarios, for students at the lower levels the number of parameters and the number of degrees might be limited to two or three at first, until the students understand how the practice works, and are able to build both their skills and their confidence.
Based on our trials over the past year and a half in eight classes with four different instructors, we have found this four-step sequence to be feasible, engaging, and productive. Audiotapes of students' role-plays clearly demonstrated improvement in their ability to make finer distinctions in expressing their communicative intent. Through this four-step practice, we offer a way for teachers to integrate theory and practice, and for students to reinforce and extend their learning. In addition, the repetition built into the activity allows teachers ample opportunity to reflect on their own practices, and to assess whether students respond more appropriately to variations in language behaviour and context. 
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